How do teacher practices influence student academic performance in required after-school tutoring? by Naseem, Noreen
The Thesis committee for Noreen Naseem
Certifies that this is the approved version of the following thesis:
How do teacher practices influence student academic
















































How do teacher practices influence student academic
performance in required after-school tutoring?
by
Noreen Naseem, B.A. B.S. ALD.
Thesis
Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School of
The University of Texas at Austin
in Partial Fulfillment
of the Requirements
for the Degree of
Master of Education
The University of Texas at Austin
December, 2010
Dedication
To my husband Alex, whose unconditional love, support 
and patience allowed me to complete this thesis.
Acknowledgements
	
 The research background on which this thesis is based was built in an 
astonishingly short amount of time by two incredible professors at the University of 
Texas at Austin: Dr. James Hoffman and Dr. María Franquiz.
	
 I am grateful to Dr. Franquiz for her dedication and patience, beginning in my 
Introduction to Qualitative Research class where the idea for this thesis began.  
Throughout the course of this thesis, she has been a reassuring and thought-provoking 
adviser, whose kindness and knowledge inspire me in the classroom and beyond. 
	
 I also thank the faculty and students of the Proyecto Maestría graduate cohort, 
who have been a tireless source of professional advice, wisdom and friendship.  Their 
fierce dedication to improving bilingual education has been wonderful to witness, and 
motivates me to find more allies to continue to fight the good fight for the benefit of all 
children.
	
 I appreciate the time devoted by the teachers and administration at the elementary 
school in this study.  I hope that aspects of their successful tutoring program can be used 
by others in the teaching field to improve existing programs or create new ones.
	
 Furthermore, this thesis would not have been possible without the support and 
understanding of my family, who have spent countless hours babysitting and allowing me 
to forego household responsibilities in order to conduct research and write.
iv
Abstract
How do teacher practices influence student academic
performance in required after-school tutoring?
by
Noreen Naseem, M.Ed.
The University of Texas at Austin, 2010
SUPERVISOR: María D. Franquiz
Since the inception of the No Child Left Behind Act in 2001, schools with high 
populations of at-risk students who are not meeting academic standards must provide 
supplementary educational services (SES) to their struggling learners.  This study 
examines the tutoring program of an urban Texas elementary school that rapidly 
improved its state accountability over the course of a few years.  Through interviews with 
teachers and an analysis of their lesson plans and standardized assessment data, several 
themes emerged that were identified as factors leading to the school’s academic success.
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 The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) made several major amendments 
to Lyndon B. Johnson’s Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 (ESEA).  Title 
I of the ESEA was amended to improve the academic achievement of disadvantaged 
students, defined as:
low-achieving children in our Nation’s highest-poverty schools, limited English 
proficient children, migratory children, children with disabilities, Indian children, 
neglected or delinquent children, and young children in need of reading 
assistance. 
The improvement of these targeted populations would be supported through the 
alignment of academic assessments, accountability, curriculum and instruction with 
rigorous state standards (NCLB, 2002). To ensure that all children receive fair, equal and 
significant access to a high-quality education, Title I also aims to close “the achievement 
gap between high- and low-performing children, especially the achievement gap between 
minority and nonminority students, and between disadvantaged children and their more 
advantaged peers” (p. 1440).
	
 Title I schools have faced great scrutiny since the inception of NCLB as they 
receive significant federal funds to improve their students’ access to high-quality 
education. In the policy guidance of elementary and secondary education, Raising 
Achievement: A New Path for No Child Left Behind, the U. S. Department of Education 
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(2005) reported that schools and districts were required to monitor Adequate Yearly 
Progress (AYP) of all students.  Consequently, standardized academic assessment and 
other accountability systems now heavily determine schools’ annual performance across 
the United States, and Title I schools that do not meet student achievement requirements 
for AYP for three or more consecutive years are required by law to use a portion of their 
Title I allocation to provide free supplemental education services to low-income students 
(Sunderman, 2006).
Supplemental services designed to increase student achievement include tutoring, 
remediation, and other academic interventions, and must be provided outside of the 
regular school day, typically in the form of before- or after-school small group 
instruction.  State education agencies are charged with overseeing these supplemental 
services, including identifying and approving organizations as well as monitoring the 
providers’ quality and effectiveness (Center for Education Policy, 2007).  As schools 
across the country try to best serve the needs of struggling students, teachers and other 
tutors must find a balance between using best practices for all learners and focusing on 
the test-taking skills that will lead to better performance on the standardized assessments 
that account for individual AYP.
In spite of the federal provisions for free supplemental educational services, many 
students qualifying for these services are not taking advantage of them, with participant 
numbers as low as 3% in Houston, Texas and 5% in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania in the 
2005-2006 academic year (Ascher, 2006).  Additionally, while NCLB mandates “highly 
qualified” teachers in every classroom, the same standard is not set for tutors, and in a 
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2006 state survey, over two-thirds of state education agencies were struggling to monitor 
the quality and effectiveness of supplemental educational services (CEP, 2007).
While broad statements of efficacy regarding supplemental educational services 
remain difficult to make (Muñoz et al., 2008; Sunderman, 2006; Vergari, 2007), studies 
that focus on strategic tutoring for struggling students have demonstrated academic 
improvement in their participants (Fuchs, et al., 2008; Gest and Gest, 2005; Harmon, et 
al., 2004; Osborn et al., 2007; Saddlers and Staulters, 2008; Vadasy, et al., 2005).  There 
are certain instructional “best practices” that typically result in improved performance: 
word study/decoding and practice reading texts strategically (Gest and Gest, 2005; 
Harmon, et al., 2004; Osborn et al., 2007; Saddlers and Staulters, 2008; Vadasy, et al., 
2005), and schema-based strategy instruction in math (Fuchs, 2008), where solving 
specific types of problems is explicitly taught.  In both reading and math, the studies 
referenced emphasized the importance of building students’ metacognition1 as they 
effectively use strategies, so that they can monitor themselves when working 
independently.
Statement of the Problem
Many of the tutoring studies reviewed above do not include the students’ own 
teachers as their tutors.  It would bear to reason that no single individual would better 
know and understand a student’s learning needs than his or her teacher, therefore the 
1 Metacognition, a concept introduced by Flavell (1979), describes the higher order 
thinking skills and strategies that can be applied to the solution of a task.
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teacher would be the ideal tutor if he or she were available.  His or her background 
knowledge combined with instruction built on emphasizing metacognition and specific 
content area strategies should create the ideal foundation for academic support.  
This study seeks to investigate how three elementary teachers’ practices during 
after-school tutoring manifest themselves in their students’ academic performance.  The 
research conducted in this study will focus on how teachers identify struggling learners 
for after-school tutoring and the curriculum they create and implement for these students.  
By conducting interviews with teachers and analyzing their tutoring lesson plans, student 
work products, and assessment data, the researcher will explore how specific instructional 
practices influence students’ performance on standardized measures of academic ability.
Research Questions
	
 The research questions were as follows:
1. What instruments and measures are used to determine which students are selected 
for after-school tutoring? 
2. What instructional practices and curriculum do teachers select for tutoring and 
how are these different from what is used during the school day with all students?  
3. What are the strengths identified by teachers of the school’s tutoring program?
Terminology
• “Achievement gap” refers to the disparity in academic achievement (often as 
indicated by test scores), especially between disadvantaged, low-income children 
4
	
 and their more advantaged peers and between African American, Latino and 
	
 Native American students and their white and Asian counterparts.  For these 
	
 achievement gaps to narrow and eventually close, achievement for lower-scoring 
	
 subgroups must increase at a faster rate than the higher-scoring comparison group 
	
 (CEP, 2009). 
• No Child Left Behind states that “adequate yearly progress” (AYP) is statistically 
valid and reliable progress as measured by academic standards and assessments 
that apply the same high standards of academic achievement to all public school 
students.  AYP should, according to NCLB, include separate measurable annual 
objectives for continuous and substantial improvement for economically 
disadvantaged, minority, and disabled students as well as English language 
learners.  Indicators of AYP may include achievement on state or locally 
administered assessments, decreases in grade-to-grade retention rates, attendance 
rates, graduation rates, and changes in the percentages of students completing 
gifted and talented, advanced placement, and college preparatory courses (2002, 
p. 1446-1447).  Some consequences of failure to make AYP include the school in 
question reopening as a public charter school, the replacement of school staff, 
turning operation of the school over to a private management company or state 
educational agency, or other major restructuring (p. 1485).
• Instructional “best practices” refers to pedagogy that has demonstrated growth in 
student achievement based on qualitative and/or quantitative research.
• “Highly qualified” teachers, as defined by No Child Left Behind, are professional 
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 educators and paraprofessionals who are recruited, hired and trained through state 
	
 and local alternative routes to certification.  Such teachers should have access to 
	
 teacher mentoring, induction and support during their first three years, incentives, 
	
 and multiple-day professional development that improves and increases their 
	
 knowledge of academic subjects, meeting challenging state academic content and 
	
 achievement standards, and improving classroom management skills.
• “Supplemental educational services,” as defined by NCLB, are extracurricular 
academic supports designed to increase student achievement.  These services 
include tutoring, remediation, and other academic interventions, and must be 
provided outside of the regular school day, typically in the form of before- or 
after-school small group instruction.
• “Teacher practices” are the instructional methods and activities used by a teacher 
to achieve specific academic goals.
Summary
The No Child Left Behind Act mandated that Title I public schools take added 
measures to ensure that all students have access to a high-quality education.  Low-income 
students at Title I schools who do not indicate adequate yearly progress over three years 
must be provided access to federally-funded supplemental educational services which 
would provide them with additional extracurricular academic support.  This study focuses 
on one Title I school’s after-school tutoring program and how specific teacher 
instructional practices in second through fifth grades influenced student performance and 
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 In 2006, the U.S. Department of Education estimated that in the 2005-2006 school 
year, about 2 million students nationally were eligible to receive supplementary 
educational services (SES); of those eligible, only eleven percent – 233,000 students – 
enrolled to receive tutoring from the approximately 2,000 approved SES providers.  
Several studies reviewed by the Department of Education found no achievement 
advantages for the SES participants on state-mandated test scores in reading and 
mathematics.  Two possible explanations for the absence of effects were the limited 
duration of tutoring relative to regular school programs and the failure to implement 
interventions strongly or fully (Muñoz et al., 2008).  Another explanation is, in cases 
where the SES provider is an outsider to the school environment, the relatively little 
contact and communication between providers and teachers, resulting in a lack of teacher 
buy-in and an ineffective or incomplete connection between intervention and everyday 
classroom practices (such as a student being tutored in a strategy that interferes with what 
is taught by the regular teacher).  Muñoz’ study states that at present, most SES tutoring 
appears to be far removed from the classroom and needs much stronger connections if 
student achievement is to be impacted.
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In the summer of 2007, the RAND Corporation released the first federally funded 
evaluation of school choice and supplemental education services under NCLB examining 
data from nine large urban districts.  RAND researchers found a positive cumulative 
effect in tutoring, where academic gains were small during the first year but increased 
after students received a second year of tutoring (McClure, 2008).  
The broad evaluations conducted by the Department of Education, Muñoz et al. 
and RAND do not specify which components of tutoring are responsible for significant 
academic improvement.  Therefore I examine the bodies of research surrounding specific 
content area practices.
Related Research on Best Tutoring Practices in Reading
	
 Hecht and Greenfield (2001) emphasize the importance of early reading 
intervention, noting that few changes in individual reading skills occur after the third 
grade.   According to Gest and Gest (2005), skilled reading is most likely to develop 
among students with strong oral language skills (vocabulary and syntax), an 
understanding of the sound-structure of oral language (phonemic awareness), and an 
understanding of the alphabetic principle (the rules that translate sounds into print and 
vice versa).  Tutoring focused on these key developmental skills and conducted by trained 
individuals can significantly raise scores on early reading tests.
Vadasy (2005) cites the limited opportunities for classroom oral reading practice 
as indicative of the importance of providing such opportunities in supplementary tutoring, 
and further states that tutoring activities must be carefully selected for ease and reliable 
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use by tutors and evidence of treatment effectiveness.  Her comparison of phonics-based 
interventions addressed how to best allocate instructional time in tutoring for struggling 
first graders.  In both treatments, tutored students outperformed non-tutored peers in 
reading accuracy, reading comprehension, passage reading fluency, and spelling 
measures.  Her findings indicated that scaffolded oral text reading practice focused on 
fostering a love of reading in addition to developing vocabulary and comprehension 
produced significantly higher fluency than word study only.
Osborn and Freeman’s (2007) study of two reading intervention programs for 
second graders showed significant gains in reading comprehension, vocabulary and 
fluency through one-on-one tutoring.  Their study included repeated readings of 
instructional text, viewed by Cunningham and Allington (2003) as one of the most 
important components of a tutoring program for struggling readers at the elementary 
level.  Cunningham and Allington also advocate tutoring sessions that focus on word 
recognition, decoding, helping students develop an awareness of the reading strategies 
they are using, maintaining a list of newly learned words, and writing summaries of 
previously read text.
	
 For older students, strategy instruction, awareness and application are critical for 
enhancing comprehension (Harmon, 2004).  Collaborative Strategic Reading (CSR) 
incorporates two common elements of group reading intervention: reading 
comprehension strategy instruction and cooperative learning.  Klingner and Vaughn 
(1999) found that use of CSR in the classroom promoted reading and vocabulary 
comprehension as well as English acquisition.  However, a study of fluency and 
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comprehension instruction by Vaughn in 2000 found that student outcomes were not 
intervention specific, and while fluency improved, there were no significant gains in 
reading accuracy or comprehension. 
Related Research on Best Tutoring Practices in Mathematics
	
 Less is known about the efficacy of extracurricular tutoring in mathematics, 
especially beyond the first grade (Fuchs et al., 2008). Traditional math instruction for 
problem solving usually involves the teaching of keywords (e.g., in all indicating 
addition, left indicating subtraction) and mechanical procedures (e.g., “cross-multiply”); 
struggling learners often need supports beyond this superficial math knowledge, 
particularly when it comes to solving word problems that may require multiple steps to 
reach the answer.  Jitendra et al. (2007) present schema-based instruction as a way to 
better develop conceptual understanding through a systematic approach to mathematical 
tasks.  Schema theory teaches students to understand the underlying mathematical 
structure of a problem type, to recognize the basic schema for the problem type, and to 
solve the problem type.  The categories of addition and subtraction problems are change, 
combine, compare and equalize; schema-based instruction would guide students to restate 
the problem, identify the problem type (e.g., change), discern relevant and irrelevant 
information, determine what information is needed for solution, and then represent the 
problem as a diagram.  Direct student instruction in broadening schema (categories of 
problem types) and students’ awareness of schema was a common thread in the few math 
tutoring studies found that were published since the implementation of NCLB.
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Fuchs et al. (2008) found a clear effect in the deliberate and explicit practice of 
strategic counting instruction among struggling third grade math students in Title I 
schools in Nashville and Houston (2009).  These counting strategies were embedded 
within word-problem tutoring that incorporated schema-broadening instruction.
	
 Baker et al. (2006) found that students responded positively to tutoring sessions 
longer in length than most other studies reviewed.  Those sessions included time spent 
doing homework before tutors worked on skill reinforcement followed by educational 
games to reinforce math concepts.  The researchers found that the unstructured games 
and activities kept students motivated and engaged during the longer tutoring sessions.
Highly Qualified Tutors
	
 Prior to NCLB, Elbaum et al. (2000) conducted a meta-analysis of the empirical 
findings related to adult-delivered, one-to-one instructional interventions in reading for 
elementary children identified as being at risk for reading failure.  The meta-analysis 
revealed several important characteristics of successful tutoring programs: college 
students and trained, reliable community volunteers were able to provide significant help 
to struggling readers; trained tutors under the supervision of a qualified teacher or reading 
specialist provide the same benefit whether the students are taught individually or in a 
group of two to six students; and the duration of intervention did not significantly effect 
outcomes (when comparing a standard program of nearly 60 lessons to a shorter, 
modified program with less than 45 lessons).  The authors clarified that their findings 
should not be interpreted to suggest that instruction provided by tutors was a substitute 
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for classroom instruction by a certified teacher, but that such one-to-one reading support 
should be in addition to regular classroom learning.  Baker et al.’s (2006) examination of 
an extracurricular math program tutored by university students emphasized the 
importance of a long-term tutoring relationship, which led to academic improvements as 
well as teacher reports of increased self-confidence and risk-taking among tutored 
students.
	
 NCLB mandated that all school districts hire highly qualified teachers by the 
2005-2006 academic year.  Part of the legal definition of “highly qualified” includes 
teaching certification, through traditional or alternative means, and regular professional 
development.  The majority of tutoring studies referenced in this paper do not include 
highly qualified tutors as defined by NCLB, but instead are led by paraprofessionals, 
college students, and other volunteers who may receive varying degrees of guidance or 
coaching from a highly qualified teacher. 
Tutoring Program Constraints
	
 The tutors in Harmon et al.’s study of struggling adolescent readers had several 
concerns, including negative attitudes toward reading, distractions, and students’ 
reluctance to talk during tutoring sessions.  The authors surmise that the latter is 
indicative of a coping mechanism used by struggling readers within the classroom to not 
draw attention to themselves, or may be the result of too many past instructional 
programs where they were passive participants.  Regardless of the reason for struggling 
students’ reluctance to actively participate in tutoring, it is critical for tutors to find ways 
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to motivate students and build their self-confidence to maximize students’ attention and 
participation in SES.  Fuchs et al. (2008) awarded tokens to students for correct 
responses, which they recorded at the end of sessions and traded in for weekly prizes.  
Such use of reinforcement may be useful to keep students motivated, particularly when 
tutoring is done for prolonged amounts of time outside of the regular school day.  Baker 
et al.’s (2006) study included parental reports describing the interaction children had with 
university students as a major motivator for tutoring.    
	
 Given that SES programs are conducted either before or after school hours, there 
are inherent limitations to the frequency and duration of tutoring sessions.  University 
students and community volunteers may be restricted by class or work schedules, and 
paraprofessionals and certified teachers may have other professional or personal 
obligations that affect their availability.  All SES studies cited provided a minimum of 30 
minutes of weekly instruction over a period of at least 8 weeks, while some provided up 
to two hours of weekly instruction over ten to twelve weeks per semester during the 
course of an entire school year.  It is worth noting that Elbaum et al.’s (2000) meta-
analysis of tutoring programs found that shorter-length programs were able to achieve the 
same results as a standard-length program by modifying the content of instruction.  
A final area of concern regarding tutoring returns to the question of who is 
conducting the tutoring.  Elbaum et al. (2000) found that when college students or 
volunteers were responsible for tutoring, there was a significant amount of tutor attrition 
at the end of each semester.  This calls into question the preparedness of non-teacher 
tutors, particularly at different points of the school year.  In the case of certified teachers 
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who are conducting the tutoring, SES should be significantly different from classroom 
instruction in order to truly provide a supplementary level of intervention.  While the 
child’s own teacher would be able to reference in-class learning, other paraprofessionals 
may not have the same insight into classroom instruction and may miss out on those 




 Many studies have been conducted to determine the efficacy of SES at the 
elementary and secondary levels, but no literature was found that specifically explored 
the instructional practices of classroom teachers as tutors for their own students.  In terms 
of specific content area practices, research reflects a number of best practices.  In reading, 
the explicit teaching of phonemic awareness and vocabulary can lead to improved 
comprehension; in math, schema-based instruction was effective in a variety of tutoring 
situations.  A meta-analysis of tutoring studies revealed that no tutor could substitute the 
knowledge and expertise of the classroom teacher, and time constraints as well as 






 This is a pragmatic, qualitative study that examines an Exemplary (according to 
Texas Education Agency ratings, see Table 1) urban Texas elementary school’s tutoring 
program through teacher interviews, lesson plans and student products along with 
standardized assessment data.  Qualitative data were collected through recorded teacher 
interviews that inquired about the process of selecting students for tutoring, the creation 
of lesson plans specific to those students, and the strengths of the school’s tutoring 
program.  The researcher also reviewed tutoring lesson plans and student work samples 
when available.  The collection of assessment data includes Developmental Reading 
Assessments, standardized district benchmarks and state assessments in math and 
reading, which the researcher summarized in terms of academic progress demonstrated 
over time.
Significance of the Study
	
 This study examines teachers’ tutoring practices in second through fifth grades at 
an urban elementary school in Texas.  The school has significantly improved its state 
accountability rating and AYP from 2006 to 2010 after a drop in performance in 
2005-2006.  Table 1 lists the Texas Education Agency’s accountability standards by 
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testing subject area, and the passing percentages needed to attain the three “acceptable” 
ratings (not listed is Academically Unacceptable, which would consist of passing 
percentages below the Acceptable standards).  An “Exemplary” rating is the highest 
recognition of accountability allotted by the state.  Table 2 lists the elementary campus’ 
and school district’s accountability ratings over five academic years, and demonstrates the 
school’s rapid movement from the lowest acceptable standard to the highest.  
Commended performance in any subject area is a passing average above ninety percent.
	
 Both teachers and administrators on campus attribute much of this improvement 
to the school’s intensive required tutoring program.  The tutoring program, funded 
through a combination of federal, state and local grants, lasts eight weeks in the fall and 
up to sixteen weeks in the spring semester.  In many cases, the students’ own teachers are 
responsible for planning and instructing tutoring sessions.  In cases where students are 
tutored by someone other than their own teacher, input, resources and directions are given 
to the tutoring teacher about the students.  All tutoring is performed by certified teachers 
on campus outside of school hours, typically after school with occasional Saturday camps 
for fourth and fifth grade students.  As such, all tutors at this campus are highly qualified 
as defined by NCLB.  
This study seeks to investigate teacher perspectives on tutoring and analyze 
student selection for tutoring as well as the content of tutoring lessons and student 
products.  Another purpose of the study is to identify the tutoring program’s strengths 
given the school’s rapid academic achievements in a short period of time. 
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Table 1
State Accountability: Requirements for Each Rating Category (from Texas Education Agency, 2010)
Base Indicators Acceptable Recognized Exemplary
  TAKS (2009-2010) 
  All Students
  And each student group
  meeting minimum size:
  African American
  Hispanic
  White
  Economically Disadvantaged
  Meets each standard:
  Reading/ELA…70%
  Writing………..70%
  Social Studies…70%
  Mathematics…..60%
  Science………...55%
  OR meets required   
  improvement
  Meets 80% standard   
  for each subject
  OR Meets 75% floor 
  and required 
  improvement
  Meets 90% standard 
  for each subject
Table 2









2009-2010 Exemplary Academically 
Acceptable
  Commended on Reading
  Commended on Writing
  Commended on Mathematics
  Commended on Science
  Comparable Improvement on Reading/ELA
2008-2009 Recognized Academically 
Acceptable
  Commended on Writing
  Commended on Mathematics
2007-2008 Recognized Academically 
Acceptable
  Commended on Mathematics
  Commended on Science





  Commended on Writing
  Commended on Mathematics
2005-2006 Recognized Academically 
Acceptable
  Commended on Reading/ELA




 The participants were three monolingual English teachers at an urban Title I 
elementary school in Texas: one second grade teacher, one third grade teacher, and a 
special education teacher who co-taught and tutored fourth and fifth graders. The teachers 
have varied professional backgrounds and experience, and are all considered highly 
qualified as defined by NCLB. 
Crystal Avellan2
Mrs. Avellan is a Mexican-American second grade teacher who has taught for 
seven years, all of which have been in second grade.  She also student taught first grade at 
the elementary school.  Mrs. Avellan graduated from a traditional four-year 
undergraduate program in education and is Gifted and Talented and ESL-certified.  Mrs. 
Avellan is known across campus as an enthusiastic and energetic teacher who is very 
involved in campus events.  Mrs. Avellan has tutored her own students in reading and 
math every year in her teaching career.
Holly Temple
	
 Ms. Temple is a Caucasian third grade teacher who has taught for twelve years.  
She is currently in her fifth year teaching third grade; her prior experience was teaching 
first grade, and she has led many trainings at both the school and district level.  As a 
veteran teacher, Ms. Temple has a strong reputation for working within an inclusion 
2 All names of teachers and students included in this thesis are pseudonyms.
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model with special education students, as well as with students with unique behavioral 
and learning needs; she has received the campus honor of Teacher of the Year and is 
frequently a finalist in the annual campus nomination process.  Ms. Temple graduated 
from a traditional four-year undergraduate program in education and is certified in Gifted 
and Talented Education.  For the last two years, Ms. Temple has collaborated often with 
her monolingual English third grade teammate to perform tutoring as well as their current 
departmentalization of subject areas.  Ms. Temple has tutored her own students in math 
and reading every year in her teaching career.
Felix Dillard
	
 Mr. Dillard is a Caucasian special education resource teacher who has taught for 
five years.  He has taught various models of special education, from leading a sociał
behavioral skills (SBS) unit in middle school to differing degrees of special education 
inclusion and co-teaching.  Mr. Dillard completed an alternative certification program to 
receive his teaching certificate and holds a Bachelor’s Degree in History; he is now 
enrolled in a Master’s in Education program that specializes in mathematics instruction.  
He is currently working with third- through fifth-graders in the subject areas of math and 
science.  Mr. Dillard has tutored both regular and special education students in fourth and 
fifth grades in the areas of math, reading, and science for the last three years.
Researcher Positionality
	
 The researcher is an insider-outsider in the study, as she is a former teacher at the 
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campus studied and, like the participants, tutored at the elementary school for six years at 
both primary and intermediate levels.  She collaborated on a professional level with all 
the participants either formally (teaching on the same grade-level team) or informally 
(providing feedback on instructional practices or with student behavior management), 
and was familiar with many of the students that were tutored.  The researcher’s personal 
experience tutoring at the elementary school included between two and four days of 
tutoring a week and four-hour Saturday morning camps during each nine-week grading 
period.  However, the researcher is an outsider to second through fourth grade level 
teams, and did not have as in-depth knowledge about these grades and their tutoring 
practices as she did about fifth grade, which she taught for three and a half years.
Setting and Tutoring Design 
The elementary school received federal Title I funds due to more than 90% of 
students receiving free or reduced-priced lunch, and had an enrollment of less than 340 
students in grades pre-kindergarten through fifth in the 2009-2010 school year.  The 
student population for this school year was over 90% Latino, with over 80% considered 
economically disadvantaged.  
Grades kindergarten through fourth had three classes per grade, with two 
monolingual English classes and one bilingual Spanish-English class.  There was one 
monolingual fifth grade class and one bilingual fifth grade class.  As previously 
mentioned, the teacher participants in the study had a range of professional teaching 
experiences and were asked to tutor their own students by the school’s administration. 
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None of the teachers interviewed teach bilingual populations, although they do work with 
students who are English language learners (ELL) or have been exited from the bilingual 
program.
The second grade tutoring program was distinct from that of the intermediate 
grades in that, due to a different funding source, there was an emphasis on making 
learning engaging and fun.  The second grade program was funded through a grant from 
PRIME TIME, a humanities-based program created by the Louisiana Endowment for the 
Humanities that emphasizes the importance of families reading together.  Second grade 
teachers could select any student for tutoring, although their primary determinants were 
reading levels and classroom observations.  Second grade tutoring lasted fifty-five 
minutes in the students’ regular classroom once a week, with snack provided after school 
before tutoring began, and teachers were provided with a small (typically fifty dollars) 
stipend per semester to pay for any requested materials in addition to an hourly wage.
In stark contrast, the state and federal funding sources for intermediate grades 
were directly tied to improving performance on state standardized assessments in reading 
and math.  Consequently there was an abundance of paperwork and assessment required 
of teachers tutoring in grades 3-5, and the determination of students in need of tutoring 
was based primarily on district-provided standardized assessments used to indicate 
performance on the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS).  Furthermore, 
some funding sources mandated the use of specific materials to be used in tutoring, all of 
which provide multiple-choice, test-formatted assessments.  Some available materials 
went so far as to include scripted lesson plans for teachers to use.  Beginning-of-year 
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benchmarks and reading levels generally determined student groups for fall tutoring, and 
middle-of-year benchmarks and fall tutoring performance determined if currently tutored 
students were able to exit the program or if new students needed to be added to tutoring 
rosters.  Fifth grade students who did not pass the first administration of the TAKS in 
April continued tutoring until the second test administration in May.  The frequency of 
intermediate tutoring sessions was generally once or twice a week per subject area, for 
sixty to ninety minutes depending on the funding source, with snacks provided during the 
session.  Students were given a fifteen-minute activity break between the end of the 
school day and the start of tutoring. Teachers were not given additional money for desired 
resources beyond what is provided by the school district or state agencies responsible for 
tutoring funding, and were paid an hourly wage.
Research Design
	
 The research design of the study was qualitative, as the data collected consisted of 
audio-recorded teacher interviews, tutoring lesson plans, student work products, and 
standardized test scores.  Teacher interviews were conducted in person outside of the 
elementary school campus, and were based on a set of questions about the tutoring 
practices of the school and the individual teacher.  The teacher participants were asked to 
submit a minimum of three tutoring lesson plans and any available student work products 
from past tutoring sessions, as well as district benchmark and state assessment scores as 
one indicator to track academic progress over the course of the school year.
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Data Collection and Analysis
	
 The audio-recorded interviews were transcribed and coded for themes that were 
attributed to the success of the school’s tutoring program, including specific teacher 
planning decisions and instructional practices.  The lesson plans and work samples 
submitted to the researcher by teacher participants were also coded for themes that 
correlated with the teacher interviews.  
	
 The standardized data collected from the second grade teacher consisted of 
beginning and end of year performance on the Developmental Reading Assessment 
(DRA), a tool used district-wide to determine a child’s reading level, decoding abilities 
and fluency.  The data collected from teachers of students required to take the TAKS 
consisted of beginning and middle of year benchmark performance in reading and math 
as well as reading and math TAKS scores (used by the school at the principal’s discretion 
in place of an end of year benchmark).  The district benchmark assessments are given two 
times a year (the beginning of year tests are administered in September and the middle of 
year tests are administered in December and January) and are modeled after the TAKS in 
both question format and length; frequently the questions on benchmarks are similar if 




Second Grade Developmental Reading Assessment, Beginning & End of Year Student Performance for 
Students Tutored in Reading by Crystal Avellan, 2009-2010
Student Name Beginning of Year DRA End of Year DRA
James Williams 10 34
Antonio Reyes 4 12
Faith Gray 10 20
Anna Treviño 10 18
Nathan Hernandez 12 24
Beatriz Cortez 12 24
Eric Donato 10 18
Nayeli Guerrero 12 24
Brian Diaz 16 28
	
 The standardized test data demonstrate students’ progress over the course of the 
school year.  Grade level reading norms based on DRA use a level 3 as representative of 
beginning of first grade and 16 as end of first grade; at the beginning of second grade, 
students should be reading at a level 18 and finish the year at a 28.  The nine second 
graders tutored by Mrs. Avellan all began their second grade year reading below level.  
Of these second graders receiving SES, all increased their reading level by a minimum of 
four levels (measured in even numbers), with two students jumping up twelve reading 
levels and one student jumping up twenty-four levels.  One student was able to meet his 
on-level peers at the end of the year at a DRA 28, while another surpassed the end of year 
goal by reading at the third grade level with a DRA 34.
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Table 4






Status BoY MoY TAKS
Tutoring
Status
Raul Cabrera 22% 80% 69% fall /spring 46% 28% withdrew fall /spring
Julianne Morris 47% 64% 78% fall /spring 31% 48% 75% fall /spring
Lila Reyes 67% 67% 92% spring 56% 70% 90% none
Jorge Freire 44% 41% 83% fall /spring 49% 58% 94% fall 
Larissa Sanchez 41% 83% 83% fall /spring 34% 60% 68% fall 
Jesus Frias 33% 61% 94% fall /spring 61% 53% 58% fall 
Adam Gonzalez 61% 64% 89% spring 78% 93% 93% none
Karina Martinez 58% 72% 86% fall /spring 42% 73% 83% fall /spring
Gina Rodriguez 22% 33% withdrew fall /spring 44% 33% withdrew fall
Lina Muñoz 41% 64% 75% fall /spring 61% 55% 72% none
Iliana Castillo 63% 83% 100% none 49% 53% 83% fall /spring
Hector Cepeda 61% 78% withdrew fall 29% 55% withdrew fall /spring
Madison Carter 80% 78% 97% none 39% 50% 75% fall 
	
 Student withdrawals mid-school year are a recurring problem at the elementary 
school, and the frequency with which it occurs is evident in the data of students receiving 
SES in TAKS grades.  Three of Ms. Temple’s students withdrew before the end of the 
academic year. The table above includes all students in Ms. Temple’s class who were 
enrolled in either math or reading tutoring; some struggling learners were tutored in both 
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content (and TAKS) areas while others were only tutored in the subject in which they fell 
below the class average.  Of the ten students who remained for the course of the entire 
year, one hundred percent passed reading TAKS and ninety percent passed math TAKS.
Table 5






Status BoY MoY TAKS
Tutoring
Status
Frank Barragan 53% 69% 81% fall /spring 73% 66% 89% fall /spring
Cruz Terrazas 71% 71% withdrew fall /spring 30% 57% withdrew fall /spring
Felipe Mondragon 56% 71% 90% fall /spring 59% 75% 91% none
José Barrientos 61% 66% withdrew fall /spring 41% 48% withdrew fall /spring
Michelle Lopez 59% 54% 76% fall /spring 34% 80% 91% fall
Odette Perez 76% 73% 90% fall /spring 43% 48% 50% fall /spring
Victor Donato 90% 75% 98% spring 41% 68% 86% fall /spring
Pedro Blanco 80% 83% 93% none 61% 68% 93% spring
Matias Allende 76% 59% 74% fall /spring 52% 59% 77% fall /spring
Marcia Duran 61% 75% 88% fall 43% 64% 89% fall /spring
Alicia Jones 71% 75% 93% fall 45% 55% 93% fall /spring
Phillip Torres 73% 83% 100% fall 52% 84% 95% fall 
Caden Black 66% 68% 90% fall /spring 52% 70% 82% fall /spring
Rachel Juarez 73% 80% 88% fall 45% 77% 98% fall 
Angelica Santillo 73% 67% 90% fall /spring 48% 70% 93% fall 
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 Mr. Dillard tutored a total of fifteen fifth graders in math and reading, with some 
students receiving two days of tutoring a week in the same subject area.  In addition to 
providing SES to regular education students, he also included several dyslexic students in 
his math and reading groups.  Like Ms. Temple, he had two students withdraw before the 
end of the school year and had one hundred percent passing in reading TAKS.  Fifth 
grade in Texas is part of the Student Success Initiative (SSI) by the Texas Education 
Agency, which requires students to pass TAKS in math and reading in order to advance to 
the next grade.  Because of SSI, fifth graders who do not pass math or reading TAKS on 
the first test administration are given two more opportunities to take the test; the one 
tutored student who did not pass her math TAKS at the end of the fifth grade year was 
required to attend summer school, at the end of which she took the test for a third and 
final time and passed.  A significant number of students who began the year as struggling 
learners not only met the passing standard for TAKS, but succeeded in achieving 
Commended Performance of ninety-three percent or higher: four students in reading 
TAKS (one of whom got a perfect score) and five in math TAKS.
Summary
	
 The study examined tutoring practices of three highly qualified teachers at an 
urban Title I school through teacher interviews, lesson plans, student products, and 
standardized assessment data.  The teachers interviewed had diverse professional 
backgrounds and used a variety of instructional approaches in the tutoring plans they  
created for their own students.  There was a distinct contrast between the second grade 
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expectation of engaging and fun tutoring and the standardized test focus found in the 
intermediate grades.  Struggling learners with all three teachers showed impressive 
academic growth, with the vast majority meeting grade level standards for reading and 







 In this chapter, the researcher will describe the findings about the school’s tutoring 
program from audio-recorded interviews with three tutoring teachers.  Teachers addressed 
the characteristics of struggling learners termed “lifers”: students who are recommended 
for SES year after year, and who may need intervention that goes beyond the additional 
academic support provided to most students performing below grade level.  There were 
three themes that arose when teachers discussed their tutoring practices and the factors 
they attributed to the school’s success:  the importance to teachers of fostering student 
engagement during tutoring, using tutoring as a tool to build student confidence, and a 
foundation of teacher and student academic accountability at the school that has created a 
culture of dedication to learning.
Tutoring Program
Students were chosen for tutoring based on several academic measures: reading 
levels, performance on beginning of year district benchmarks, the students’ standardized 
testing history, and observations by the classroom teacher.  Teachers said that students 
were generally agreeable to being part of the tutoring program, perhaps due to the 
establishment of many after-school activities that already prepared students for a longer 
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learning day.  Teachers said that while the vast majority of students were receptive to 
tutoring – even excited – there were cases in which students selected for tutoring have 
become upset or were not eager to participate.  Such students may consider tutoring as 
unnecessary or insulting, in which case the teachers emphasize the academic benefits of 
the extra learning time and appeal to the students on a social level, presenting tutoring as 
a special opportunity to have fun and do activities that are not offered to rest of the class.  
At times the intermediate teachers find themselves brokering deals in which students may 
exit the program upon demonstration of greater responsibility, or heightened or more 
consistent academic performance.  Typically though, students are not exited from the 
tutoring program mid-session, and frequently those who are enrolled in tutoring in the fall 
remain in tutoring during the spring semester to continue building their academic 
knowledge.  The skills addressed in tutoring are designed to build on classroom learning 
and are therefore viewed as growing continuously.  The rationale for yearlong tutoring is 
to better equip struggling learners for work in the classroom among on-level peers as well 
as for the upcoming state assessments given in the last three months of the school year.
Parents were described as supportive of tutoring, and are usually eager for their 
children to receive free academic support by their classroom teacher.  In some instances, 
after-school transportation is not available, so teachers sometimes taxi students after 
tutoring in order to ensure their weekly attendance.  In cases where parents do not value 
the academic and social benefits of tutoring, teachers discuss the importance of tutoring 
in parent conferences.
There is a clear distinction in the materials and format used by the intermediate 
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grade teachers compared to the second grade teacher: as third through fifth graders must 
take the standardized TAKS at the end of the school year, there is an emphasis on using 
TAKS-formatted questions at the end of every intermediate tutoring session to assess 
student learning.  Ms. Temple routinely provided students with a short reading passage 
followed by several multiple choice questions, and Mr. Dillard’s student work samples in 
both reading and math provided multiple choice options.  All TAKS-formatted questions 
used for individual tutoring session assessment were taken from TAKS-based resources 
provided by the school.  For both funding and academic accountability purposes, tutored 
students need to demonstrate improvement on district benchmarks and ultimately TAKS.  
Thus, regardless of the teacher’s variations in approaching each session’s lesson, sessions 
consistently end with an assessment that required students to apply their learning within 
the constraints and model of the state assessment.  Second grade does not use any TAKS-
formatted materials or formal assessments, relying instead on informal and observational 
assessments to gauge student progress and influence classroom instruction as needed.
All three teachers reported that their tutoring curriculum is unique to their 
students’ needs and is not aligned across the grade, as teachers need to make individual 
decisions about the materials and activities used to best meet their students’ learning 
needs.  The teachers described a program designed to support struggling learners through 
pre-teach of upcoming concepts or through the review of skills already taught in the 
regular education classroom.  They each emphasized the benefits of small-group 
instruction for their struggling learners, who were able to receive extra attention and 
assistance from their classroom teacher in addition to gaining additional opportunities to 
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practice academic skills.  They described tutoring as an opportunity to use more engaging 
activities that were different from what students had done during the regular school day.  
Some of the activities mentioned included watching movies related to a theme, allowing 
students to follow a recipe to make a dish in class, using computer programs, and giving 
students more hands-on opportunities to explore literature and use math manipulatives.
“Lifers”: Who Are They & How Are They Taught?
	
 Teachers were asked to discuss the characteristics of students termed “lifers” – 
those struggling learners who consistently are asked to attend tutoring year after year, 
often beginning in first and second grade and continuing until they graduate elementary 
school.  Mrs. Avellan has seen many of her former students become “lifers,” and she 
described her initial experience with those students as quite different from that of her 
intermediate counterparts: “I feel like I see the best of them.  Because once they start 
getting into those upper grades… they get burned out, and I know they get tired… They 
have a really intense day, and then they go back there and it’s really intense.”  She 
suggested that intermediate teachers lighten the atmosphere in tutoring as is done in 
second grade, with an emphasis on making learning exciting and fun.
	
 Mr. Dillard described two categories of “lifers”: students who put forth effort but 
struggle academically, and students with behavioral issues or academic inconsistencies 
due to a lack of effort.  Ms. Temple said “lifers” “come to us with other issues besides 
just academic issues.  So there’s a social piece that needs to be addressed.”  She described 
students who demonstrated difficulty with social skills as well as those who may have 
33
difficult home lives.  The key to addressing those students’ needs, she said, was the 
collection of data about that student over time, as well as keeping the lines of 
communication open with the student’s former teachers – to see what academic and 
behavioral interventions and modifications have taken place and which ones were 
successful.
	
 In terms of approaching “lifers,” Ms. Temple described those students as needing 
distinctively different teacher interaction during the regular school day in addition to 
during tutoring: individualized support systems are in place that may involve one-on-one 
meetings, continued interaction with former teachers, “buddy teachers” (recruited from 
other grades to provide positive support and encouragement to the student), 
administrative check-ins, behavior contracts, and reward systems. Temple and Avellan 
described a progression in “lifers’” ability to problem solve in both social and academic 
arenas as they continue through the elementary grades, although they may not always be 
at the same level as the majority of their peers. 
Tutoring Themes
	
 Based on the interviews conducted and lesson plans collected, three primary 
themes emerged: (1) the importance to teachers of fostering student engagement during 
tutoring, (2) using tutoring as a tool to build student confidence, and (3) a foundation of 
teacher and student academic accountability at the school that has created a culture of 
dedication to learning.
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The Importance of Engagement
	
 In relation to classroom instruction, engagement is a psychological process that 
involves a student’s attention, interest, investment and effort toward his or her learning 
(Marks, 2000).  Higher levels of school engagement are linked to improved attendance, 
academic performance and behavior regardless of socioeconomic status.  “In contrast, 
students with low levels of engagement are at risk for a variety of long-term adverse 
consequences, including disruptive behavior in class, absenteeism, and dropping out of 
school” (Klem & Connell, 2004, p. 263).  Klem and Connell’s longitudinal study of 
elementary students’ classroom engagement found that students receiving low levels of 
teacher support were twice as likely as the average student to be disengaged in their 
learning.
All three teachers planned tutoring hands-on activities that were engaging to 
students and that were distinct from any activities done during the regular school day.  
Some of the activities mentioned in interviews included reading and preparing recipes, 
watching movies related to the lesson’s content, playing games, participating in readers’ 
theater, songs, simulations, and experiments.  By engaging students in tutoring, the 
teachers found that attendance and participation was high and students maintained a 
positive attitude throughout the year.  In terms of academic benefit, the use of a variety of 
activities allowed teachers to approach students through a variety of learning styles 
before ending lessons with the more concrete pen-and-paper assessment model.
	
 The student products provided by teachers intertwined engaging activities with 
real world situations.  Mr. Dillard’s math tutoring lesson on rounding presented students 
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with a set of situations and the menu to a local pizza establishment, and students did their 
computations on a quarter-sheet of paper titled “receipt.”  He also conducted a lesson on 
adding and subtracting fractions, where the solutions to the equations provided the 
amounts needed to follow a recipe for cookies, which the students then made in class.  
Ms. Temple’s lesson on sequencing engaged students with a discussion of real life 
examples of sequencing (i.e. brushing teeth) followed by a standardized reading passage 
about a recipe, then ended with students creating a list of steps that they then had to 
follow in order to make pudding.  Ms. Avellan provided hand lenses to her “reading 
detectives” in tutoring so that they could search for “clue words” to determine if texts 
were fiction or nonfiction.  The creative and hands-on activities that these teachers built in 
to their lesson plans reflects their emphasis on providing content area learning that 
maintains students’ interest and attention at the end of the school day while addressing 
academic areas of need.
	
 For “lifers,” the emphasis on engagement is critical, particularly as these students 
progress through the grades.  Increased academic accountability for these students may 
mean that they have previously attended summer school or received additional in-class 
interventions prior to their weekly tutoring sessions.  Additional academic support outside 
of the school day may wear on these students emotionally, resulting in a loss of self-
esteem and motivation.  However, the teachers stressed that their intention in making 
activities engaging was to make sure that students like the “lifers” were given academic 
assistance in the most positive, supportive environment possible to avoid such negative 
effects on these students.
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Tutoring as a Tool to Build Student Confidence
	
 Two of the teachers interviewed specifically mentioned building confidence as a 
primary purpose of tutoring.  By reviewing previously taught material or previewing 
content that the rest of the tutored students’ peers have yet to see, the teachers give 
students additional opportunities to practice the skills that will help them perform closer 
to grade level, thus pushing them toward greater independent success.  Creating a 
welcoming environment with engaging activities and lessons is critical to this 
development, as is an in-depth knowledge of the student and his or her unique academic 
and social identity.
	
 The relationships built by a classroom teacher with his or her students are 
complex: they include basic interpersonal interaction in addition to background 
knowledge about family, medical, and academic history.  As an active participant in 
students’ daily lives, teachers develop an understanding of how a student learns best as 
well as how he or she socializes with grade-level peers.  These factors are invaluable 
when determining how to approach the needs of a struggling learner, and cannot be well 
understood by an outsider who does not have such daily interaction.  Classroom teachers 
have a unique opportunity to access a wealth of information about students’ learning, 
which would not possibly be described in their entirety to a tutor who does not have the 
same level of academic-based interaction.  The teachers in the program view tutoring as 
an academic program as well as a social one, where fostering conceptual knowledge is 
just as important as nurturing confidence and self-esteem.
	
 Inherent in the teachers’ emphasis on building students’ self-confidence is their
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desire to provide a combination of academic, social and emotional support.  Children 
whose reports of teacher support are low may lack social and academic confidence, and 
are less likely to participate in the classroom.  Such behavior can ultimately lead to these 
students being unable to persist in the face of failure (Wu et al, 2010).  In a high-stakes 
environment where standardized testing can determine grade promotion, teaching 
students to learn confidence may be just as important as teaching test-taking skills. 
A Culture of Accountability
	
 When asked what she would attribute to the school’s success, Ms. Avellan 
immediately stated, “The teachers.  We have fantastic teachers… (who) try to make 
learning fun and exciting, where kids really want to do well.  And really… We hold high 
expectations.”  Klem and Connell found that students whose teachers create a caring, 
well-structured learning environment in which expectations are high are more likely to 
report engagement at school (2004).
Ms. Temple’s examples of the student support systems available to struggling 
learners reinforced this notion: teacher buddies, behavior and/or academic contracts, 
graphing of academic progress, pep rallies, an academic summer program, and after-
school tutoring.  Ms. Temple said some of these supports are specifically targeted at 
students needing extra encouragement, to let them know that “you’ve got a lot of people 
that care about you, you’ve got a lot of people that are rooting for you.”  She also 
described an administrative connection: “Some students have weekly check-ins with our 
administration staff, the principal and vice principal, and being able to see a different side 
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to our administration.”  Unlike many SES studied in the research literature, the school’s 
accountability goes beyond academics and includes a large social piece founded in 
connecting students with caring, supportive adults within the school setting.
	
 Ms. Avellan described a lack of parent support, which results in a need for more 
concerted effort on the parts of the teachers.  For struggling learners, the absence of 
parental involvement can be a critical determinant in their success.  Some teachers at the 
school try to compensate for their students’ lack of academic support at home by tutoring 
as many as four afternoons a week, for up to an hour and a half a day.  Over the course of 
an academic year, the additional time devoted to tutoring is substantial.  The extra time 
spent together in tutoring also deepens the bond between teacher and student, so that 




 The teachers interviewed made a concerted effort to connect with their struggling 
learners in a way that was compassionate and supportive, and avoided making tutoring 
seem like a punishment or a result of their academic deficiencies.  They described typical 
tutoring sessions as beginning with engaging activities and ending with TAKS-formatted 
assessments in intermediate grades.  Tutoring’s focus was to either review concepts 
previously taught in class or to preview information that would soon be taught to the 
whole group, so that students receiving SES would gain more confidence in addition to 
skill practice.  Teachers described a subgroup of struggling learners referred to by the 
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researcher as “lifers” - those students who are required to attend tutoring for multiple 
years.  “Lifers” typically have social or behavioral difficulties in additional to their 
academic struggles, and therefore may need to be approached in ways that differ from the 
other tutoring students.  For all tutoring students, the teachers emphasized the importance 
of creating engaging lessons, building self-confidence, and being in a culture of student 




The elementary school studied showed strong and rapid improvement in its 
standardized test scores, and in turn its state accountability rating, due in part to its 
consistent school-wide tutoring efforts throughout the academic year.  This study 
demonstrated the value of SES by students’ own classroom teachers, and revealed some 
of their perspectives of and practices in tutoring.  NCLB mandates highly qualified tutors 
to provided SES, and students’ own classroom teachers are not only highly qualified but 
also personally invested in their students’ success – and inherently avoid the pitfalls of 
tutoring being too far removed from the classroom, as studied by Muñoz et al (2008).  
The tutoring program provides teachers with an opportunity to re-teach concepts 
discussed in class to their struggling learners, affording them more time to gain a better 
understanding of student misconceptions in a small group setting.  The sessions also 
allow teachers to preview upcoming skills and build metacognition so that struggling 
learners may feel more confident in the classroom among their on-level peers.
The three themes that emerged from teacher interviews, lesson plans, and student 
products were the importance of creating tutoring lessons that engaged students, using 
tutoring as a tool to build students’ self-confidence, and tutoring within a culture of 
teacher and student accountability.  The teacher participants also addressed the unique 
characteristics and needs of students who remain in the tutoring program for several 
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years.  These students often struggle academically as well as socially and/or behaviorally, 
and at the school studied, benefit from multiple supports in addition to tutoring.  At high-
poverty, at-risk campuses such as that which was the focus of this study, the key to 
closing the achievement gap is to provide effective support for struggling learners from 
competent and caring tutors.  The SES planned and taught by supportive classroom 
teachers in an engaging way led to one example of student and school-wide success.
Implications of this Study
	
 The availability of SES funds from NCLB opens the door for schools to create 
similar tutoring programs utilizing students’ own classroom teachers.  Although such 
programs require a great deal of dedication, time, and effort from teachers outside of the 
school day, the benefits for students can be significant as demonstrated by the academic 
progress of the students tutored at the elementary school.  Research has shown that 
factors such as student engagement and teacher support can be critical in improving long-
term academic performance (Klem and Connell, Marks).  
Limitations and Suggestions for Future Studies
	
 The purpose of this study was to identify characteristics of a strong tutoring 
program that might be used by elementary schools seeking to improve existing programs 
or to create new programs.  A major funding component to the tutoring program studied 
is its Title I status, and concerted efforts among administrators are made to find and 
secure funding to ensure small group tutoring is available in all TAKS grades for the 
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entire school year.  As more and more school districts face budget shortfalls and 
decreases in federal funding, the availability of tutoring funds comparable to those found 
at the school in this study may be decreasing.
	
 This study would have benefited from the shared perspectives of more tutoring 
teachers as well as from student perspectives about tutoring and its benefits.  A wider 
range of participants could also have included English language learners and their 
bilingual teacher counterparts, who are a primary focus group within Titles I and III of 
NCLB.  Additionally, richer data such as tutoring observations and student interviews 
would have provided a more in-depth look at the tutoring program from teachers’ plans 
and intentions to students’ practices and attitudes, and could have resulted in a more 
detailed study about the content area practices and engaging activities used at the school.
	
 One teacher’s comment brought up the issue of a lack of teacher-instructed SES 
buy-in campus-wide.  Mr. Dillard stated that the more tenured staff at the elementary 
school have an extremely high level of accountability that they hold for students.  
However, he said, “with the newer teachers on campus, you can tell that they haven’t 
been around because they don’t have that same level of accountability.”  He further 
indicated that this lack of buy-in manifested itself in the slower academic progress and 
lower standardized test scores of the students of staff who were recently hired.  Further 
interviews and observations at the school among less experienced and/or tenured staff 
may result in varying perceptions of the campus’ culture of accountability.  Assessing 
teachers’ perceptions of parent and/or family accountability would also add another 




 NCLB has made many efforts to improve the education provided to 
disadvantaged and at-risk children.  Although the law emphasizes the need for teachers to 
be highly qualified, the same high standards are not set for those who provide SES to 
struggling students.  In a culture where standardized test performance overwhelmingly 
indicates a student’s academic success, it is essential that struggling learners be provided 
with more than just academic support in order to meet school, district, state, and federal 
standards.
	
 This study demonstrated the effectiveness of a tutoring program founded on 
strong academics as well as cultivating already existing interpersonal relationships.  The 
themes of engagement, confidence-building, and working within a culture of 
accountability create an essential social and emotional component to the program that 
fosters a positive attitude toward learning that will motivate students to continue to 
succeed beyond the grade in which they are being tutored.  For at-risk “lifers” who find 
themselves chronically struggling with academics, these social and emotional factors can 
contribute to improved student attendance and participation, thus increasing their 
opportunities for success.
While a wealth of literature exists about strategic instructional methods for 
struggling learners, SES tends to focus solely on academic supports.  This study 
exemplifies how adult dedication can create the culture of accountability needed to help 
disadvantaged students succeed.  Yet not all teachers can individually take on the extra 
time, effort and energy needed to sustain such a school culture themselves.  Such an 
44
expectation is neither viable nor realistic.  However, by creating networks of well-trained, 
involved community members, schools can increase the number of stakeholders in their 
students’ lives and stretch cultures of accountability beyond school staff and students’ 






Grade level taught: _______	
 	
 	
 Years teaching: __________ 	
 	

Grade level tutoring: _______	
 Subjects tutoring: ___________________________
Teacher Practices
How do you choose your curriculum and activities for tutoring?
Does your grade level align tutoring curriculum?  Does the curriculum change every 
year?
Does the school and/or district mandate or influence the materials that you use for 
tutoring?
Do you feel that any existing mandates limit what you can do in your tutoring program?
Describe the process for selecting students for tutoring.
What is the goal of each tutoring session?  What is the goal for your tutoring program?
Do you use a standard format for each session?
Describe a successful tutoring session.  Describe a not-so-successful tutoring session.
What do you consider to be your strengths as a tutor?
How does tutoring your own students give you better insight into their academic needs?
46
How does having another teacher tutor your students impact their improvement?
What are some areas that you would like to improve on in either your tutoring curriculum 
or practices?
My next questions is about students I’m going to call “lifers.”  Can you describe some 
characteristics of lifers and how you approach them in tutoring differently than you might 
other kids?
Student Attitudes
How do you tell students that they have been selected for tutoring and how do they 
respond?  
How do parents respond?  In what ways do you see parents’ attitudes influencing their 
children’s attitudes?
Describe ways students show they enjoy being in tutoring.  Describe ways students show 
they do not enjoy being in tutoring.
What could be done to increase their awareness of the benefits of tutoring?
How is student behavior different in tutoring than in class?
How do you address students who demonstrate a “bad attitude” during tutoring sessions?  
What do you døhave you done to help students have a positive attitude toward tutoring?
How do you assess students’ performance at the end of individual tutoring sessions?  At 
the end of the program?
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